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Avestan 


Avestan (/0 1 v£st3n/)J 2 ' also known historically as Zend, comprises two languages: Old Avestan 
(spoken in the 2nd millennium BCE) and Younger Avestan (spoken in the 1st millennium BCE). 
The languages are known only from their use as the language of Zoroastrian scripture (the Avesta), 
from which they derive their name. Both are early Iranian languages , a branch of the Indo-Iranian 
languages within the Indo-European family. Its immediate ancestor was the Proto-Iranian 
language, a sister language to the Proto-Indo-Aryan language , with both having developed from 
the earlier Proto-Indo-Iranian. As such, Old Avestan is quite close in grammar and lexicon to 
Vedic Sanskrit, the oldest preserved Indo-Aryan language. 

The Avestan text corpus was composed in ancient Arachosia, Aria, Bactria, and Margiana,® 
corresponding to the entirety of present-day Afghanistan, and parts of Ta jikistan , Turkmenistan, 
and Uzbekistan. The Yaz culture^ of Bactria-Margiana has been regarded as a likely 
archaeological reflection of the early "Eastern Iranian" culture described in the Avesta. 


"Avestan, which is associated with northeastern Iran, and Old Persian, which belongs to the 
southwest, together constitute what is called Old Iranian. ^ Scholars traditionally classify 
Iranian languages as "old", "middle" and "new" according to their age, and as "eastern" or 
"western" according to geography, and within this framework Avestan is classified as Eastern Old Iranian. But the east-west distinction is 
of limited meaning for Avestan, as the linguistic developments that later distinguish Eastern from Western Iranian had not yet occurred. 
Avestan does not display some typical (South-)Westem Iranian innovations already visible in Old Persian, and so in this sense, "eastern" 
only means "non-western".^ 

Old Avestan is closely related to Old Persian and largely agrees morphologically with Vedic SanskritThe old ancestor dialect of Pashto 
was close to the language of the Gathas.^ 
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Genealogy 


Avestan 


Region 

Era 

Eastern Iranian 

Plateau 

Iron Age, Late 
Bronze Age 

Language 

family 

Indo-European 

■ Indo-Iranian 

■ Iranian 

■ Avestan 

Writing 

Avestan alphabet 

system 

Gujarati script (used 
by Indian 

Zoroastrians) 

Language codes 

ISO 639-1 

ae (https://www.1 

oc.gov/standards/ 

iso639-2/php/lang 

codes_name.php?is 

o_639_l=ae) 

ISO 639-2 

ave (https://www. 

loc.gov/standard 

s/iso639-2/php/la 

ngcodes_name.php? 

code_ID=36) 

ISO 639-3 

ave 

Glottolog 

avesl237 (http:// 

glottolog.org/res 

ource/languoid/i 

d/avesl237)W 

Linguasphere 

58-ABA-a 
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Yasna 28.1, Ahunavaiti Gatha 
(Bodleian MS J2) 


The Avestan language is attested in roughly two forms, known as "Old Avestan" (or "Gathic Avestan") and "Younger Avestan". Younger 
Avestan did not evolve from Old Avestan; the two differ not only in time, but are also different dialects. Every Avestan text, regardless of 
whether originally composed in Old or Younger Avestan, underwent several transformations. Karl Hoffmann traced the following stages 
for Avestan as found in the extant texts. In roughly chronological order: 

■ The natural language of the composers of the Gathas, the Yasna Haptanghaiti, the four sacred prayers (Y. 27 and 54). 


























■ Changes precipitated by slow chanting 

■ Changes to Old Avestan due to transmission by native speakers of Younger Avestan 

■ The natural language of the scribes who wrote grammatically correct Younger Avestan texts 

■ Deliberate changes introduced through "standardization" 

■ Changes introduced by transfer to regions where Avestan was not spoken 

■ Adaptions/translations of portions of texts from other regions 

■ Composition of ungrammatical late Avestan texts 

■ Phonetic notation of the Avestan texts in the Sasanian archetype 

■ Post-Sasanian deterioration of the written transmission due to incorrect pronunciation 

■ Errors and corruptions introduced during copying 

Many phonetic features cannot be ascribed with certainty to a particular stage since there may be more than one possibility. Every 
phonetic form that can be ascribed to the Sasanian archetype on the basis of critical assessment of the manuscript evidence must have 
gone through the stages mentioned above so that "Old Avestan" and "Young Avestan" really mean no more than "Old Avestan and Young 
Avestan of the Sasanian period."^ 

Alphabet 


The script used for writing Avestan developed during the 3rd or 4th century AD. By then the language had been extinct for many 
centuries, and remained in use only as a liturgical language of the Avesta canon. As is still the case today, the liturgies were memorized by 
the priesthood and recited by rote. 

The script devised to render Avestan was natively known as Din dabireh "religion writing". It has 53 distinct characters and is written 
right-to-left. Among the 53 characters are about 30 letters that are - through the addition of various loops and flourishes - variations of the 
13 graphemes of the cursive Pahlavi script (i.e. "Book" Pahlavi) that is known from the post-Sassanian texts of Zoroastrian tradition. 
These symbols, like those of all the Pahlavi scripts, are in turn based on Aramaic script symbols. Avestan also incorporates several letters 
from other writing systems, most notably the vowels, which are mostly derived from Greek minuscules. A few letters were free 
inventions, as were also the symbols used for punctuation. Also, the Avestan alphabet has one letter that has no corresponding sound in the 
Avestan language; the character for /l/ (a sound that Avestan does not have) was added to write Pazend texts. 

The Avestan script is alphabetic, and the large number of letters suggests that its design was due to the need to render the orally recited 
texts with high phonetic precision. The correct enunciation of the liturgies was (and still is) considered necessary for the prayers to be 
effective. 

The Zoroastrians of India, who represent one of the largest surviving Zoroastrian communities worldwide, also transcribe Avestan in 
Brahmi-based scripts. This is a relatively recent development first seen in the ca. 12th century texts of Neryosang Dhaval and other Parsi 
Sanskritist theologians of that era, which are roughly contemporary with the oldest surviving manuscripts in Avestan script. Today, 
Avestan is most commonly typeset in the Gujarati script (Gujarati being the traditional language of the Indian Zoroastrians). Some 
Avestan letters with no corresponding symbol are synthesized with additional diacritical marks, for example, the Izl in zaradustra is 
written with j with a dot below. 

Phonology 


Avestan has retained voiced sibilants, and has fricative rather than aspirate series. There are various conventions for transliteration of Din 
Dabireh, the one adopted for this article being: 

Vowels: 

aasseeooa^iluu 

Consonants: 

kgyxx w cjtd50tpbpf 

gr) w nnnmywrszsszh 

The glides y and w are often transcribed as ii and uu, imitating Din Dabireh orthography. The letter transcribed t indicates an allophone of 
/t/ with no audible release at the end of a word and before certain obstruents.^ 


Consonants 






Type 

Labial 

Dental 

Alveolar 

Post-alveolar 
or palatal 

Velar 

Labiovelar 

Glottal 

Nasal 


m Iml 


n Ini 



li Ifil 


0/0/ 

0” /0“/ 


Plosive 

p/p/ 

b/b/ 

t/t/ 

d/d/ 


c /tJ 7 

J /d 3 / 

k/k/ 

g/g/ 



Fricative 

f/f 

P/P/ 

0/0/ 

5 / 6 / 

s Is/ z Izl 

s/J 7 

2/3/ 

x/x/ 

y/y/ 

x” /x“/ 

h/h/ 

Approximant 





y/j/ 


w 7 w/ 


Trill 



r/r/ 







According to Beekes, [3] and [y] are allophones of 707 and 7x7 respectively (in Old Avestan). 


Vowels 


Type 

Front 

Central 

Back 

short long 

short 

long 

short 

long 

Close 

i/i / T/i:/ 


u/u/ 

u/u:/ 

Mid 

e/e/ e/e:/ 

0 /0/ 

0/0:/ 


6 lo:l 

Open 





a/o:/ 

Nasal 


3 /a/ 




Grammar 


Nouns 


Case 

"normal" endings 

a-stems: (masc. neut.) 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

Nominative 

-s 

-a 

-6 (-as), -a 

-6 (yasn-o) 

-a (vir-a) 

-a (-yasna) 

Vocative 

- 

-a 

-6 (-as), -a 

-a (ahur-a) 

-a (vir-a) 

-a (yasn-a), -angho 

Accusative 

-0m 

-a 

-6 (-as, -ns), -a 

-am (ahur-am) 

-a (vir-a) 

-4 (haom-3) 

Instrumental 

-a 

-by a 

-bis 

-a (ahur-a) 

-aeibya (vir-aeibya) 

-ais (yasn-ais) 

Dative 

-e 

-by a 

-byo (-byas) 

-ai (ahur-ai) 

-aeibya (vir-aeibya) 

-aeibyo (yasn-aeibyo) 

Ablative 

-at 

-by a 

-by 6 

-at (yasn-at) 

-aeibya (vir-aeibya) 

-aeibyo (yasn-aeibyo) 

Genitive 

-o (-as) 

-a 

-^m 

-ahe (ahur-ahe) 

-aya (vir-aya) 

-anqm (yasn-an^m) 

Locative 

-i 

-o, -yo 

-su, -hu, -sva 

-e (yesn-e) 

-ayo (zast-ayo) 

-aesu (vir-aesu), -aesva 


Verbs 


Primary active endings 


Person 

Singular 

Dual 

Plural 

1st 

-mi 

-vahi 

-mahi 

2nd 

-hi 

-tha 

-tha 

3rd 

-ti 

-to, -tho 

-nti 


Sample text 











Latin alphabet 


Avestan alphabet 


Gujarati script 
approximation 

dtiNlI HRUI 
dlHd^ll 

Swt-tsftdln. 

^ttR<£Nu 

HS*U 3 dt( 3 R>SffHI 


ahiia. yasa. nemapha. 
ustanazasto.l 
rafa 5 rahiia.maniieus .2 
mazda .3 pouruulm .4 
spantahiia. asa. 
vfspang .5 

siiao0ana.6vaphaus. 
xratum .7 manapho. 
ya. xsneuuTsa.8 
gausca. uruuanem. 9 :: 
(du. bar)::ahiia. yasa. 
namapha. 
ustanazasto. 
rafaSrahiia.maniiaus. 
mazda. pouruuTm. 
spantahiia. asa. 
vfspang. 

siiaoGana.vaphaus. 
xratum. manapho. ya. 
xsnauuTsa. gausca. 
uruuanam.:: 
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x ¥ti^d<£N.u 
dtEIENli dhdlNli 
n 

□tresj^^HiW'tu 

^ct>L«&i<sncn 

RRdHIS HdPliill 

Cx - ' 

dll 

KtOETdlSStfEIENli 

z dlSDENi 
S^SdtKLHit:: (|i 
<dR)::dt<sNu dRlli 
Hidden 
SWMMWll 
^ltR<£Nll 
ddNlSDETi Httrttl 
dlSR/StfHI 

dtOEN.ii dtedlNt! 
□ [TfMdNkdHIl 


Wi^tSOETi 
KUdHI HdPliill dll 

Cx - ' 

SdOETdlSStfOENu 


dlSOEIdli 

®t><NidlHi:: 


Example phrases 


The following phrases were phonetically Transcribed from Avestan: 


Avestan 

English 

Comment 

tapaiti 

It's hot 

Can also mean "he is hot" or "she is hot" (in temperature) 

siiauuaGa 

You move 


vo vatami 

1 understand you 


ma vataiiaGa 

You teach me 

Literally: "You let me understand" 

dim naiiehi 

Thou leadest him/her 


dim vo naiiaiieiti 

He/she lets you lead him/her 

Present tense 

ma barahi 

Thou carryest me 


no baraiti 

He/she carries us 


Gpa dim baraiiamahi 

We let him/her carry thee 

Present tense 

drauuamahi 

We run 


dls drauuaiiamahi 

We let them run 

Present tense 

Gpa hacami 

1 follow thee 


dls hacaiieinti 

They accompany them 

Literally: "They let them follow" 

ramaiti 

He rests 


Gpa ramaiiemi 

1 calm thee 

Literally: "1 let thee rest" 


See also 


English 

Translation! 11 ! 


With 

outspread 
hands in 
petition for that 
help, O 
Mazda, I will 
pray for the 
works of the 
holy spirit, O 
thou the Right, 
whereby I may 
please the will 
of Good 
Thought and 
the Ox-Soul. 


Proto-Indo-European language 








Notes 


1. "It is impossible to attribute a precise geographical location to the language of the Avesta... With the exception of an 
important study by P. Tedesco (1921 [...]), who advances the theory of an 'Avestan homeland' in northwestern Iran, Iranian 
scholars of the twentieth century have looked increasingly to eastern Iran for the origins of the Avestan language and 
today there is general agreement that the area in question was in eastern Iran—a fact that emerges clearly from every 
passage in the Avesta that sheds any light on its historical and geographical background."^ 
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